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FOREWORD
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Light Radiance Splendor is not a book I intended to write. My family of origin scoffed at religion and any interest in ancestry was answered with a shrug. Even our familial name was relinquished at Ellis Island. Later in life, my interest in spirituality led me to study numerous traditions, including kabbalah, the mystical aspect of Judaism. I listened with skepticism to one of my teachers, who informed me that he “saw” several ancestral guides trying to communicate with me. That night I had a dream, recalled with unusual vividness. I was hovering above a shtetl, a Jewish village, in Eastern Europe. The great rebbe, the venerable, wise spiritual leader of the community was imparting a manuscript to another man. As the manuscript changed hands a beacon of light radiated outward and morphed into the form of an exquisite feminine countenance. “I am the Goddess Shekinah, and this is my mission,” She said. “Do you accept?” Was She addressing the man in the dream, or the dreamer of the dream, or perhaps the readers of the story? May this book be an inspiration and an invitation, that we all become mission keepers, and offer our unique gifts to a world slowly, slowly moving toward tikkun olam, toward wholeness.





EPIGRAPH
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Shekinah


“My dream was of a divine marriage between the realm of subtle perfections and physical matter. How beautiful was My original vision, and how tragic that the energies of chaos roaming the cosmos infiltrated this young world, thus planting seeds of conflict, fear, greed, and hatred. I was forced to abandon my beloved creation. I have remained near to you but the time of My return from exile is now. I need your help that together we restore the beauty and harmony of my original vision. Every righteous action brings My light into this world. My beloveds, we will prevail.”





BOOK ONE



JAAKOV


“We must do all we can to bring Her back that She may restore balance and harmony to our world. It is Her wisdom and love that have been lost to us. She is our only hope.”


—The Great Rebbe





PROLOGUE
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Schtetl Bedzew, Poland, 1912
Jaakov Janowicz


Death will soon have its way with me. It whispers an invitation to shed this crippled body, to step through the veil and enter the realm of mystery. Death does not scare me, but I have yet unanswered questions that stalk me like beggars thrusting empty bowls in my face. Have I listened well enough to G-d, or have I been swayed too much by the willfulness of my un-ripened soul? How do I answer this question? Certainly not by attributing value to accomplishments, or measuring the whims of joy and sorrow, or even by counting all good deeds performed.


I long for the guidance of the Great Rebbe. Perhaps as I approach death, the veils between now and then are thinning, for in this moment my mind has slipped into memories of an ancient past where I’m a young boy awed by his presence. Opening the door to his study he gestures for me to step over the threshold into a foreign land where piles of precariously stacked books, like silent, benevolent creatures, encroach into the space. The acrid odor of mildew tickles my throat, and I squelch the urge to cough.


“My young student, nothing is ever as it appears to be,” the rebbe states succinctly, our eyes briefly meeting. “Are you ready to unlearn everything you think you know?”


I’m acutely aware of the clatter of hooves and the rumblings of a carriage, my father receding from my life, having dutifully delivered me here to an unfamiliar shtetl and into the care of a man who will provide for me what he could not. The pangs of loss are searing. At thirteen years old I’m considered a man, and yet still young enough to miss the comfort of my family. As the clatter of hooves fades I hold my breath to allay the quivering of my jaw and the tears ready to erupt. The rebbe has accepted me as his student, to live with his family, a rare honor not to be squandered. The rebbe’s abrupt question, however, throws me into confusion.


“I know so little, rebbe, but I’m willing to know less than I know now.”


He is so tall that his head brushes the ceiling when he stands, and the austerity of his long, black overcoat adds to his grandeur. Behind his spectacles his eyes burn like suns. I’m self-conscious from the awkward angularity of my own changing body. My arms hang loosely by my sides, too long for my torso, and my face feels scratchy from its first outburst of hair. Although tall for my age, and scholastic precocity having earned me ample praise, I feel small in this moment and unworthy of his attention.


“Come and sit here, Jaakov,” he says, removing a stack of books piled on top of a chair. “Time to receive your first lesson. Your father tells me that you ask many questions.” He places a stool directly in front of me and sits with back straight and feet firmly meeting the floor. His smile barely conceals unrelenting scrutiny.


“I’m curious about many things.”


“That is good,” he says. “Religions give answers, but kabbalah asks questions that lead us further and further into unknowing. Do you ask those kind of questions?”


“I think so, rebbe.” I breathe a sigh of relief. Earlier that morning a brilliant question arose, a spark of inspiration that fills me with renewed confidence.


“Does man decide his own fate, or is it G-d that decides man’s fate?”


Goldie, the rebbe’s daughter, with eyes as dark and deep as his are radiant, had responded earlier with an approving nod and a shy smile, but the rebbe seems less impressed. We sit in silence, my fear of humiliation looming, made all the more awkward by the entrance of Goldie herself, the coyness of her half smile sending quivers of excitement up and down my spine.


“Mama has just taken bread from the oven and wants to know if our guest would enjoy a piece with melted butter and jam.”


I would certainly enjoy a piece, particularly in this moment as the cold of looming winter chills my bones. Glancing toward the rebbe I almost respond, but he speaks instead.


“Thank you, Goldie. Jaakov is completing his lesson.”


I lower my head, embarrassed by my attraction for Goldie, but the rebbe reaches out and lifts my chin with his hand until his eyes meet mine. He nods, a gesture I learn can mean many things.


“Jaakov, how would it change you to know the answer to this question?”


It is hardly the response I anticipated. “I don’t understand, rebbe.”


His voice is soft but it cuts right through me, as if my body is nothing but space. “No matter who is responsible, would it affect how you live your life, the decisions you make, the actions you take, the values you uphold?”


“No, yes, I don’t know, rebbe,” I stammer.


Tears of shame sting the inside of my eyelids. With dignified solemnity he rises, caresses his beard, straightens his jacket, walks stiffly toward the door before returning to his chair. I fight the urge to flee, to escape this crushing sense of failure. Where would I go? This is my home now. I will simply have to bear it.


“Paradox,” he says, stopping to face me.


“Paradox?”


“It means that something is neither this way nor that way, neither that way nor this way.” His hands gesture excitedly as he speaks. “Everything in creation is relative to something else. A question can be answered one way and then another, and both answers are true and false. Do you understand?”


“I understand, and I don’t understand.”


The rebbe’s laughter dispels my doubt.


“That is it exactly, Jaakov.” Reaching over, he pats my knee. “Now back to your question.”


I’ve always been deemed a prodigy. Receiving raised eyebrows and nodding heads, my honored place in the shtetl had filled me with intoxicating specialness. Now I feel the excruciating emptiness of it all. I’ve become ordinary and ashamed that I’ve ever thought otherwise.


“I’m sorry, rebbe. I’m sorry to have asked such an unworthy question.”


He looks genuinely surprised. “It is not unworthy, Jaakov.”


His words confuse me. Is he mocking me?


“I’m simply demonstrating the importance of intention, of kavanah. G-d listens to the sincerity of intention, to whether our aspirations to receive His knowledge are pure, or skewed by a desire for personal gain.”


Shame sears my heart. “Rebbe, is it wrong that I want to be a worthy student, that I want you to be proud of me?”


I wipe away tears with a quick sweep of my hand. The rebbe leans in so close that his beard tickles my chin. “Be yourself, Jaakov. This is all I ever ask of you.”


Be myself. Who was I then? Who am I now?


“You will serve G-d in your own way.”


Unintended words escape my lips. “I want to be like you, rebbe.”


He moves his head slowly, deliberately from side to side. “I’m considered a tzaddik, my young student. I’m not sure that you’ll want to be a tzaddik, at least not in this lifetime.”


“Why not, rebbe?”


“A tzaddik knows he is nothing and everything. He lives not for himself alone but for all of humanity. The soul of a tzaddik has merged into the great ocean of souls, into the one Soul. A tzaddik suffers until every last soul is redeemed.”


Suffering? I have no desire to suffer. Two years ago, the rebbe’s son was killed in a pogrom. He was barely older than I am now. That kind of suffering terrifies me. The rebbe’s hand reaches out, swallowing my own. His hands are warm and soft, pulsating with energy that calms my fright.


“We suffer when we think G-d has abandoned us, betrayed us, left us alone in this world, like orphans. On the contrary, Jaakov, in His love for us He has granted free will, that we may learn and grow from the consequences of our actions.”


“Does that mean we are punished for bad deeds and rewarded for good deeds?”


“It’s hardly that simple, as life will inevitably teach you.”


Disturbed by his words I stubbornly cling to the belief that I’m in charge of my life. Last spring, standing at the river’s edge I witnessed a man in a boat capsize as the swirling river currents caught his oar. That will never be my fate. With intelligence and determination I will always be master of the boat and the river, or so I thought then.


“We are here to purify body, heart, and mind with prayer and mitzvoth, with love and discipline, that we become clear vessels to receive the light of divinity. We are here to join heaven and earth, to help this beautiful world once again become a garden of delight from which every soul receives divine nourishment. Do you understand, Jaakov?”


“I think so, rebbe.”


He presses his hand firmly into my shoulder. “G-d is beyond this world, for He is eternal and unchanging Truth. But the feminine aspect of G-d, the Shekinah, dwells within each of us as a spark of divinity. When we lead righteous lives the spark ignites into a flame that guides us toward our highest potential.”


I tremble at the mention of Her name.


“She has already appeared to you, Jaakov, yes?”


“Yes,” I whisper, baffled by the intensity of my devotion to Her.


“You have indeed been blessed. Did She ask you the question, Jaakov?”


She had appeared to me in a vision in my seventh year, a radiant column of light that transformed into an exquisite woman whose body was made of undulating filaments of light. My heart is still moved with intense devotion by this one visitation.


“Why did She ask me to serve Her, rebbe? I feel so unworthy.”


“It is an honor and a responsibility to serve Her. You are worthy, Jaakov, but humility is good. She needs our help that She may return to this world.”


“Return from where, rebbe? I thought She was here with us.”


He shakes his head slowly. “This world was once an emanation of Her radiance and splendor, a true Garden of Eden. The fruits of this garden were love, beauty, harmony, peace, and bliss.”


“What happened, rebbe?”


“It has been told that foreign entities infiltrated this world, sowing seeds of fear and hatred, greed and divisiveness. They turned brother against brother, because the more we fought among ourselves the more weakened we became, and the more they could control us. They planted their seeds among us so that now every soul carries seeds of darkness and seeds of light. She tried to intervene, but they were too powerful. She was forced to depart Her own beloved creation.”


“Rebbe, is there no hope for us?”


“There is hope, Jaakov. She longs to return and take Her rightful place in this world, but She needs our participation. She cannot do it alone. That is why She is asking for help with Her mission.”


“Rebbe, I’m willing to do anything She asks of me, but even if I love Her and serve Her with all my heart, how can one person make a difference?”


The rebbe reaches out and takes my hand. “That is a good question, Jaakov, a sincere question, a question with kavanah.”


He rises slowly, unwinding his body, his movements graceful and yet ordinary. He carefully removes a book from a stack of books.


“This is how kabbalah answers your question,” he says, opening the book. “One person of pure intent can redeem the entire world.”


“I don’t mean to be disrespectful, rebbe, but how can one person, no matter how pure and righteous, possibly redeem this world?”


“Excellent response, Jaakov! You are learning to think like a kabbalist. Be open to every possibility, but act only on the authority of your own wisdom.”


“Thank you, rebbe.” Finally I’ve done something right.


“We are not so separate as we might appear. Contemplate this: the entire world is contained within every one of us, and we are contained within the entire world. You may not understand, but remember, we learn by embracing paradox.”


He pulls his stool even closer to mine, the scent of smoky tea accompanying his words. “Embracing paradox keeps us from being short sighted in our thinking. Seeming contradictions from one perspective are perfectly understandable from another perspective. To demonstrate paradox, I will now answer your question a different way.”


He reopens the book. “The world cannot be redeemed until every soul is redeemed. Every soul is of equal importance and significance in the redemption of the world. Until every soul is healed, none of us are fully healed.”


“As a paradox both are true? Even the wicked souls, rebbe, even the souls that murder innocent people, must they also be redeemed?”


The rebbe hesitates, blinks, and I realize too late that my careless words must have awakened the memory of his son’s brutal murder.


“Yes, even those must be redeemed,” he says softly. “The deluded ones are most in need of redemption, for we are one body of humanity.”


I’m anticipating warm bread and sweet jam, but instead the rebbe returns to his chair. Rocking back and forth with eyes closed, he speaks in tones different from his usual voice.


“The mission I ask you to serve is a mission of love for a world in desperate need of redemption. From whence does the notion of enemy arise? Separation in this way does not exist. We are distinct but inseparable parts of one totality. How can we condemn each other? How can the pain of one not be the pain of all?”


Glancing up I see Goldie crouching in the doorway. Sensing my attention, she covers her face with her hands. Is she weeping? I feel an impulse to comfort her, but the Shekinah resumes speaking.


“When we live as if this is not so, we cause harm to ourselves and to others. When we seek vengeance, the cycle of ignorance, the notion of enemy, the belief in separation is perpetuated. Love can never be harmed or destroyed. Love sees only itself in all forms. The act of forgiveness is an expression of love, and a bridge between the human and the divine. This is the true action of tikkun olam, the healing of the world.”


“No!” Goldie shouts, bursting into the room. “I hate them. I will never forgive them for murdering Chaim.”


Goldie’s outburst shocks me, her cry of pain transforming her in my eyes from an object of my fantasy into a real person. Had the rebbe not already done so I would run to comfort her. I would do anything to ease her pain as her father is doing now, stroking her hair as she burrows her head into his chest.


“Hate what they do, my children, and take what action you must to protect yourselves from the consequences of their ignorance, but hate them, no, for that is how they take away your light.”


“I’m sorry, abba.”


He kisses her forehead, and she hastily departs. The rebbe speaks with surprising calm.


“My sweet Goldie. She and Chaim were so close, so adoring of each other.”


“I’m sorry, rebbe. I wish I could do something to make it all right.”


“There is something you can do.” The rebbe pauses to make sure I’m listening. “You, Jaakov Janowicz, are Her first mission keeper.”


“What does it mean to be Her mission keeper?”


“At the moment it means nothing, but later it will mean everything.”


“When later?”


“Much later. You will know when it is time to know.”


He touches my forehead with his thumb, and an exquisite and delicate blissfulness ripples through me. My mind is at peace, and I know that no matter how my life unfolds, it will be perfect in the way that She has intended.
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My attention now returns to this moment, when a lifetime later I’m awaiting death. Do I still believe in the perfection of life? Memories form and dissolve, like waves upon the ocean. Seated in my familiar chair, wrapped in layers of wool blankets, I gaze slowly around the room that has held and witnessed so much of my life. This is the home that my Goldie and I shared since our wedding day, the home where our children were born and raised, the home where I will soon die alone, alone, but infused with memories. Who is to say that my son isn’t studying Talmud at the kitchen table with Laiah, his younger sister, perched on a footstool leaning over his shoulder and trying to study along with him? Who is to say that my sweet Goldie isn’t right now baking challah for Shabbat?


I’ve received many blessings. Perhaps I would be more at peace with life, accepting all as G-d’s grace if it were not for Zeff. He betrayed me, or perhaps I betrayed him. Or myself. Why had I ignored the signs? Was it compassion for this orphaned boy, this magical, charismatic youth? He had been my most brilliant and promising student, but his brilliance blinded me to his cruelty. He had the heart of an undeveloped soul, not yet human. The human heart may hate, may hurt others, but not with such indifference. Goldie tried to warn me, but I refused to listen until it was too late. Stubbornly I held out hope for him, but others paid a heavy toll for my blindness.


Ironically, Zeff has just reappeared in my life. He left a note requesting that I meet with him, offering no reason other than that it is imperative that we do so. Should I meet with him? Am I once again, even in old age, blind to the consequences?


Goldie would have known what to do. Perhaps it is Goldie urging me to consult the Cup of Fortunes, an unsightly misshapen artifact with walls as thick as a finger, a handle too small for its weight and a brown crack running down its side. The Cup was bequeathed to me by the rebbe on my wedding day.


“Use it wisely, Jaakov. This is no ordinary cup, but an oracle device, a gift from my own father who bought it from a beggar, or more likely a wandering mystic who used it to read fortunes. Steep the tea and peer inside as if the Cup is a microcosm of the entire universe. The Cup of Fortunes helps you see with the eyes of your heart.”


The rebbe’s image recedes, and my present predicament returns. Since that day I’ve never consulted the Cup, but now I need whatever revelation it can offer me. Painstakingly pushing my body up out of my chair, I grasp my cane and hobble toward the kitchen where the Cup is shelved above the cook stove, too high for me to reach. Shimon will soon come for his daily visit.


Shimon, my grandson, is a sweet and handsome young man with deep sea-green eyes and a shock of red hair that embarrasses him so much that he wears a hat even in mid-summer; Shimon, who once stammered badly when he spoke, sings with the elegance of a cantor.


When he arrives, Shimon helps perform the ritual, but I form my question silently. “Should I meet with Zeff or refuse his request? What will serve those who will remain after my death?” Staring into the world of patterns and messages presumably hidden in the leaves, I see nothing to spawn revelation.


Shimon interrupts. “Please allow me to look.” His eyes widen as he gazes. “I see the letter tav. Does that mean anything?”


Intrigued by his clarity of sight, I look again. The letter tav is completely discernible. “It means a lot, Shimon. In fact, it means everything.”


Tav is the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet, and the first letter in the words tikkun and teshuvah, both alluding to the redemption and healing of the world.


“Did you receive your answer, zeddeh?”


“Yes, Shimon. I know what I must do.”


I shuffle to bed, my body shivering under cold sheets. Goldie’s face appears and transforms into the face of the Shekinah until I cannot distinguish one from the other. Her hand brushes across my brow. Her lips lightly touch my own.


“My dearest Jaakov,” she whispers. Her voice is sweeter than the trickle of a forest stream. I await more words, but there are none.





CHAPTER ONE
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Shtetl Bedzew, Poland, 1902


The burial place is hardly illustrious. Each plot is marked with a tiny, badly hewn stone placard, and the mounds of dirt piled over each grave are left in clumped and irregular shapes. There is no symmetry, no real order to the placing of graves, although husbands and wives are always buried side by side. The month is November and already the ground is nearly frozen. Thankfully this day is unusually warm, and digging the rebbe’s grave goes quickly.


The rebbe predicted with uncanny precision when he would exhale his last breath. On the day before his death, the rebbe beckoned our family into his room. Laying his great bony hands on each of our heads, he blessed us with a prayer for well-being and continued devotion to G-d. He then whispered Laura’s name. She received his last blessing, his last words, and his last request. Many were curious and more than a little resentful that she was chosen for this great honor.


Standing by her side at the site of his grave, ashamed of the biting sting of envy that leaves a bitter taste in my mouth, I shiver as the sun dissolves into the heavy gray late autumn sky. I’ve also been his student, and his son-in-law, and my admiration and love for him has never waned, never even faltered. I find myself wanting to find fault now of all times, now that he’s passed over. I wanted to be the one chosen to sit by his side and accompany him to the doorway of death. My face flushes red with embarrassment, and I’m grateful that sunset has muted all colors. For a moment, I feel his presence, a cool breeze touching my cheek with the same gentle sternness that drew me to him in my youth.


The crowd disperses at dusk. Goldie returned earlier to the house to prepare for the first night of sitting shiva, the seven day gathering to mourn the deceased. Laura and I remain behind. She leans into me, and I place an arm around her shoulders, grateful to feel once again the sincerity of my fondness for her. We’ve known each other a long time, our relationship having been tried and strengthened by the kind of adversity that would have brought lesser souls to the point of animosity. Long ago we recognized that our destinies were bound together, like threads woven into the same tapestry.


Laura had been orphaned and left homeless as a child when a house fire killed her family. Later, when Zeff appeared, she gratefully followed this handsome, charismatic man who promised her a life of romance and adventure. Instead, with two children to care for, his abuse and violence escalating and no hope of escape, she resigned herself to a life of misery. A concerned neighbor, who happened to be my student, informed me of the situation. Rescuing Laura and the children cost me dearly.


“You are curious, am I not right, Jaakov?”


“You forgot to mention jealousy, that most lowly of human emotions.”


“At last, I’ve made you jealous. My life is redeemed.” Her laughter is a welcome relief from a day strained with consoling the bereaved.


“If something was told to you in secrecy, I will not insist.”


“You’re too proud for that.”


“And perhaps respectful as well.”


The banter ceases for a moment, and even in the last light of day, I recognize the pensive expression that comes over her at times, her head cocked slightly to one side.


“You are hurt, Jaakov.”


“I trust he had his reasons. Besides, you’ve proven yourself an excellent kabbalist.”


“Remember that you were chosen to be his successor, to take his place in the community.”


Her words are accurate but make no difference to my sober mood. “We should be heading back now. The food will be gone, and I’m famished.”


I try to nudge her toward the house where everybody is gathered, but her body is unyielding. I feel her thoughts, troubled, forming, struggling for words. The sting of my own hurt set aside, I become quiet, receptive, an open space. I become the night sky as her words form constellations.


“His reason was not personal, Jaakov. He should have chosen Goldie, or you, or Laiah, or any of his blood relations, but he’s a tzaddik. His actions cannot be understood from the ordinary perspective.”


She is right, and hardly to blame. How self-centered of me to be jealous of her or angry at the rebbe. My feelings disperse, like clouds on a windy day.


“He was lucid but quite weak when I met with him. His last wish was a request for our help.” Standing directly in front of me, she holds my gaze. Laura is almost my height with a graceful body and alert, nervous eyes that alternately reveal innocence and alarm. “Do you remember when he named you the first mission keeper?”


“How could I forget such words, and yet he never spoke of it again.”


“As cryptic as he could be at times, I don’t think he received the transmission from the Shekinah until weeks before his death.”


Hearing Her name releases a jolt of energy. How strange that I never connected being a mission keeper with Her visitation.


“The rebbe gave me a manuscript transmitted to him in the weeks before his death. I’m to hand it over to you at the end of the mourning period, and you are to continue decoding it until you are certain the decoding is complete. The manuscript will then be passed on through your lineage for others to decode.”


“I’m not sure what I expected the mission to be, but decoding a manuscript seems almost too simple.”


“I don’t think it will be as simple as it appears. The manuscript is no ordinary document. It’s a living consciousness that serves as a link between you and the Shekinah. She communicates with you through the manuscript. He repeated that phrase several times, so either it’s important or his mind was leaving.”


“If the words are true, then I’m happy to have a portal of communication with Her.”


Laura sighs. “I hesitate to share the other instruction given us, but of course I must.”


“Of course you must. What else did he say to you?”


“He instructed us, or rather he spoke on behalf of Her, to heal Zeff.”


Outrage enflames me and then subsides. “Heal Zeff? Why would we be asked to heal Zeff? We’ve tried for years to heal him, and it has cost us dearly.”


“Those are the instructions, Jaakov. What we do with them is our choice.”


Descending with sudden rapidity, as if having momentarily forgotten its task, the sun drops into the hills, leaving behind a bloody looking red sky. The air is moist and chilling with a north wind beginning to pick up force. Laura wraps both arms around her body for warmth. We stand at the edge of the rebbe’s grave, gazing down at the exposed pile of earth, as if he still resides there. Laura crouches and pats the ground.


“Rest easy, my teacher. You served us well.”


Rising, her body freezes in mid-motion, her eyes riveted on the horizon. Silhouetted against the murky sky is the lone figure of a man. He senses our gaze, for he turns abruptly and disappears. Instinctively Laura reaches for my hand. I can’t see him, but surely it is Zeff, and knowing Zeff and his capacity to read minds, he knows every word we spoke.


“Jaakov, I’m scared.” Drawing her shivering body toward me, I wrap my arms around her tightly. “He won’t hurt you anymore, Laura. I promise. He won’t hurt you.”


Laura and I both know that this is a promise I cannot keep. We return in silence, each of us preoccupied with Zeff, a most unwelcome ending to a difficult and emotional day. The rebbe is gone now. Despite the crowd of familiar faces, I feel more alone than I have ever felt in my life.





CHAPTER TWO
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The rebbe’s house is not far from the cemetery. In fact nothing in the shtetl is far from anything else. Although people complain incessantly about their neighbors—this one too noisy, that one small-minded, the other doesn’t keep Shabbat—everybody chooses to live in close proximity. Houses huddle together, walls touching, windows facing into each other, clotheslines hanging from the corner of one house to the corner of the next. By the time we reach the rebbe’s house I’m famished and exhausted. People mulling outside greet us warmly. Goldie rushes over the moment we step through the door.


“I’ve saved both of you potato soup and bread, and your favorite strudel that Effie baked. Come eat.”


Grateful for her thoughtfulness, we follow her through the dense crowd until we reach the cook stove. Handing us each a steaming bowl of soup, she hovers near us, ready to ladle out second helpings. Despite her attempt at cheer, she looks weary. Her hair, wound in a bun is unwinding and falling around her face, the soft curls evoking a younger, more beautiful Goldie. But her face is shadowed by grief, her eyes swollen from weeping. As I reach out to hold her, she resists and then yields, as she often does, the softness of her body coming to rest against me.


“Let’s go home,” I whisper, gently kissing her forehead. “It’s been a long day for both of us.”


She pushes away from me. “And leave everybody here, and the kitchen still untidy and the food not put away?”


“Yes, sweetheart, let’s leave all of it exactly as it is.”


Laura steps in. “You should rest, Goldie. I’ll make sure everything is cleaned up.”


As we squeeze our way through the crowd, Moshe from across the river catches my attention. I recognize him as one of the rebbe’s students, an ethereal looking young man with hair that falls in ringlets.


“Jaakov, Jaakov, you’ll be taking over the rebbe’s teaching, or so he told us.”


“Nobody can take his place.” I say far too vehemently. I cannot imagine coming close to his greatness. To Goldie, however, he was simply her adored abba, the father who cherished her. Preparing for sleep, huddling together under the quilt and cold bed sheets, she recounts memories of him.


“His beard, Jaakov! I used to nuzzle my face in his beard. It smelled like a pine forest and his favorite smoky tea. And I remember his deep coat pockets. When we were young, he hid little trinkets in those pockets, and if we guessed right, we got to keep them.”


Goldie is resting in the crook of my arm, allowing me to stroke her hair, long and smooth with streaks of grey. Goldie takes after her mother, with dark eyes and dark complexion, high cheekbones, and a slightly pointed cleft chin. I kiss the top of her head, and she giggles softly, like a young girl.


“Do you remember how scared you were to ask abba for permission to marry me?”


The memory fills me with warmth. “He looked bewildered until he broke out in laughter. “I would never stand in the way of two lovers. That would be like trying to control the moon’s affinity for the earth.”


Goldie nods. “Our happiness was his happiness.”


After so many years together, I hardly know my own feelings apart from Goldie’s. Is it Goldie’s heart overflowing with warm memories and the gripping sadness of loss, or is it my own? Is Goldie’s body relaxing into mine, or am I surrendering into hers? And yet there are surprises still. Goldie sits up suddenly as I’m drifting into sleep, and a draft of cold air slips into the warm space our bodies have created.


“Jaakov, I’ve felt Chaim with me all day. I hear his voice as if he is still alive.” Goldie is shivering, her thin nightgown hardly a protection against the damp cold. I pull her closer to me, but she gently resists. “I want to know what he’s trying to tell me.”


Goldie spoke often of her older brother. “Maybe he’s consoling you around abba’s death.”


“He was always protective of me, and I think he’s trying to protect me now.”


My body tenses. This is no time to tell Goldie about Zeff’s return, no time to start the cascade of memories and regrets. Thankfully Goldie seems not to notice my alarm.


“I feel such guilt that he died fighting while I stayed hidden with my mother and the babies.”


I withhold my thoughts. Chaim didn’t have to fight. He chose to confront the anti-Semitic mob in a battle he couldn’t possibly have won. He might have survived had he remained in hiding with the rest of the family, but he was young and outraged and unwilling to capitulate so easily.


“Did I ever share this with you, Jaakov?”


“Share what with me, sweetheart?”


Goldie curls her body into mine. “I wonder if all my miscarriages were punishment for not having stood by Chaim.”


“Sweetheart, you could have done nothing to save Chaim. Instead, both of you would have been murdered, and I cannot bear to think what my life would have been without you.”


My arms grip her more tightly hoping my gesture of love will extinguish her pain.


“I often wonder how Chaim would have lived his life. My brother was always questioning, fighting, and pushing the limits of everything.”


Involuntarily, I chuckle. “Abba once told me that Chaim knew what he was fighting against, but he didn’t know what he was fighting for.”


Goldie’s body tightens, and I regret my words. “He died too young to know what he was fighting for, but his rebellion would have become his ideals, and his ideals would have led him to action. He would have left the confines of the shtetl. Perhaps . . .” Suddenly she is silent. I wait with increasing concern and curiosity for her words. Sitting up straight now, her body is taut, her mind elsewhere. Gently I reach out to pull her back to me. She responds, sinking slowly into the nest of my arms. I’m exhausted from the long day, but Goldie has more to share.


“Jaakov, do you ever feel as if your life is not large enough to hold you, not free enough to express everything inside you?”


Another ripple of fear passes through me. Only moments ago I savored the sweetness of intimacy, and the delicious unified sense of body and heart.


“Perhaps because I’m a woman, Jaakov. Sometimes I wish I’d been born a man.”


“A woman bears life, a great privilege a man can never know.”


Goldie sighs. “I suppose it’s human nature to want what we cannot have, what seems beyond our grasp.”


“Why would you want to be a man?”


Her voice softens. “I savor the privacy that a man’s life offers. I so love the moments when I listen inside and hear the bliss of creation singing its delight. Even on Shabbat, when all men are free to study and pray, women tend to the needs of others. They take care of children and parents. There is no time for a woman to simply rest and behold.”


The poignancy of her words touches me, and expands my love for her. “I want your happiness more than my own. If there is anything I can do . . .”


Goldie draws closer in to me. “Thank you, my husband. I love you.”


This night I lie awake far longer than Goldie, troubled by what has been left unspoken. We know each other deeply and live inside each other in so many ways. Yet there is a part of Goldie, elusive and beautiful, like the dark side of the moon. We all have secrets hidden within, hidden even from ourselves, secrets so precious and so fragile.


“What are your secrets?” I whisper aloud to my sleeping Goldie. And what are my own secrets, I muse, before my eyes close and I slip away into other realms.





CHAPTER THREE
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Startled awake by a crashing sound, I mistake the noise for a dream until, hearing footsteps, I bolt into the kitchen.


“Shmuel, is it you?” I whisper, knowing my son-in-law has no reason to be here at this hour. I proceed cautiously, my heart pounding with fear. The crackle of embers in the cook stove is the only sound. A cool breeze wafting in the thickness of the dark means a door is ajar. Lighting a candle, I find the door, equipped with an inside latch, meaning it could not have been opened from the outside. Had I been careless and left it open? The house is cold. I lift the lid off the stove and stir the embers with a poker. Slowly, vigilantly, I scan the room. Nothing seems out of order. The huge bread bowls, the baskets of potatoes, the cook pots and dishes are all in their right places. Scattered on the floor, however, are the remnants of a pitcher left on the table.


A piece of paper is set on the table, a note perhaps that Goldie wrote while I was sleeping? Holding it close to the candle, a sharp pain grips my chest. The note is in Zeff’s handwriting. Why had I not guessed sooner? Who else could, and would, find a way to open a latched door? How could I have forgotten? Zeff had long ago delighted and intrigued me with his notes, resplendent with philosophical meanderings like my own, filled with poignant prophecy. Like a poisoned stream, Zeff was tempting to drink but so very toxic. Reluctantly I open the note.


What do you believe about time? Do we meet the future or create the future? Is there one past and future, or many? Do we live in certainties or probabilities? Do you see the probability that lies ahead of us, the storm cloud building on the horizon, gathering the forces of darkness in its wake? It threatens to swallow the whole world into its cavernous depths. I speak about an evil that is beyond your wildest imaginings. I tell you this, because it is the simple truth. You may try to ignore me, shut me out of your life. You may see me as vile or depraved, or you may pity me, but I will not go away. I will not be silenced. I will not be banished. You and I are bound together. There will come a time when you will need me, when your very existence will depend on the mercy I serve you, or don’t. I speak the simple truth.


Memories flood through me. Zeff was the magical and wounded boy who could see into past and future. Zeff was the impassioned boy with a shock of red hair and intense sea-green eyes, Zeff, with his impressive precocity of intellect. Yet he was cruel and vindictive, causing harm to others with no remorse. Through an act of vengeful violence, Zeff fathered my cherished grandson, Shimon. Zeff is again intruding into my life, into the privacy of our home. The content of the note is also disturbing. Is he warning me or taunting me? It is hard to know with Zeff. In the flickering candlelight, I gather up the shards of pottery. Placing the note deep inside my pocket, I crouch on the floor in a corner next to the stove, and I weep.





CHAPTER FOUR
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The sun is already peeking in the window by the time I open my eyes. Goldie is not beside me, and for a moment I panic that she might have found the note. Hastily I rise, shivering as the cold air contacts my skin. I find Goldie in the kitchen lighting the stove.


“Sorry to be so late this morning. I didn’t sleep well last night.”


“Is anything wrong?” she asks.


“Nothing is wrong. I’m missing him, that is all.”


Goldie walks over to embrace me. “Jaakov, go spend time with your mistress today.”


My mistress as Goldie calls her, is the viola that I inherited from the rebbe.


“You should not carry the burden. There will be an endless stream of people here today.”


“I have plenty of help. Laiah and Laura and the children will be here soon.”


“You know me well, sweetheart.”


She smiles, and I relax. “Only a few hours with her, Jaakov. More than that will indeed be risking my wrath.”


The rebbe introduced me to the viola, a precious instrument gifted to him by his own father. Learning to play was one of the great joys of my youth.


“Her music heals souls, Jaakov, just as your hands are instruments of healing. I’ve seen it happen. She holds the spirits of many within her body.”


Stepping out into the frigid air, a sudden turn from yesterday’s thaw, I hastily retreat back inside to wrap a scarf around my neck and don thick woolen gloves. The biting cold stings my face, the frozen ground crunching under the weight of my steps. Countless times I played the viola for Zeff, hoping for a miracle, hoping the magic of the music would transform his cruelty into kindness, his indifference into compassion. Zeff has returned, and all my wishes will not make him disappear.


The space I deem my office is in the loft of the old barn, now serving as our synagogue. Hoards of people were burned to death when the mob locked them inside and torched the original synagogue. We also lost a sacred Torah scroll, a part of the community for generations. This same pogrom took the life of Chaim. I wasn’t here at the time but my own shtetl had endured similar violations. Fear of attack is a stark fact of our lives, ever present but intentionally ignored, for how else can we survive? How else can we live with the helplessness of not knowing if we can protect our children, our wives, our parents? How else can we preserve any sense of faith in the G-d we worship? The synagogue was never rebuilt for fear that it would meet the same fate. Such is our resourcefulness that holiness has found its home in the barn.


Last summer my students built stairs and enclosed part of the loft. The one window, cracked during installation, was left as a reminder of the precariousness of our lives. As if we need reminders. Standing at the door, the viola case pressed under one arm, I reach into my pocket for the key. For one anxious moment I fear that Zeff has intruded here as well. Thankfully I find no more notes.


The viola case I place reverently on my desk. Its leather veneer, disfigured by deep scratches, disguises the plush red lining, a breathtaking surprise every time I open the case. Taking hold of the slim and graceful neck of the viola, I lift her out of her slumber and into the familiar, intimate place between chin and shoulder. My other hand reaches for the bow, and gliding it across the strings, I tune her to near perfection. I’ve learned to trust, to give myself over to the music that uses my hands to make its voice known. The sound emerges and recedes, like waves cresting and dissolving back into the ocean.


“Beautiful music, Jaakov. I haven’t heard you play like that for a long time.”


Laura’s voice startles me. She is leaning against the door jam, bundled in coat and hat, her face flushed red from the cold. “The music is enchanting.”


“I had no idea that you were listening.”


“You were lost in rapture, my friend. I would love to keep listening, but I’ve come to bring you home. It is almost noon.”


“I’ve been playing that long?”


Laura smiles and nods vehemently. “It’s freezing in here, Jaakov. How could you not have noticed?”


Now that the creative fervor has passed, my body is shivering. Warming my hands in my pockets I come upon the note from Zeff. Rapture dissolves into anger.


“I need to talk with you.”


She exhales impatience. “Does it have to be now? It’s already so late.”


“Yes, now. It involves Zeff.”


She steps back, startled, as if I’ve just delivered her a blow.


“Let’s go to my house. Sarah and Michel are already at yours.”


We walk in tense silence, our eyes carefully negotiating the deep ruts in the frozen dirt road. The barn is on the edge of town, but it only takes a few moments to enter the crowded main street where each wooden house is uniquely shaped by the elements. Here a sagging roof, there a chimney partially collapsed or a porch disjointedly attached to the main structure. The sky is darkening, the air moist with impending snowfall, the first of the season. Laura walks faster than me. I follow a step behind. When she stops suddenly, I almost run into her. She turns to me, her distress revealing itself in her downturned gaze.


“Why does he keep returning, Jaakov? Will we never be free of him?”


“Perhaps we are the only family he’s known.”


“You’re being far too kind to him. We are not his family. His children are no longer his family. The moment he abused them he lost all rights to father them.”


She turns to keep walking, her pace quickening. I’m out of breath by the time we step inside her house.


“I must warn you. The children left a mess.”


“They are children, Laura.”


“They are old enough to know better.” With sharp, quick movements, her hand sweeps across the thick wooden table, crumbs cascading to the floor.


“The water is still hot. I’ll make tea.”


The room is hardly a mess. In one corner is a column of wooden blocks all stacked neatly, if precariously, to reach almost waist height, likely Michel’s creation. In another corner three rag dolls are propped against the wall.


“How are the children doing? I haven’t seen them lately.”
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